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be ' reasonable', the term was elastic and would be variously
interpreted. Again it was equally to the advantage of em-
ployers that prices should remain stationary. The Act,
moreover, fixed the maximum but not a minimum wage1.
On the whole, then, the Statute of Labourers must be re-
garded as a one-sided piece of legislation, an unfair exercise
of political power in the interests of a single class of the '
community. It is to be condemned because the Government
only sought to interfere with wages at the moment when the
labourers were endeavouring to improve their economic and
social position.
The effect of the Statute of Labourers upon villeinage (C)
is also disputed. One writer holds that the labour legislation
weakened the dependence of the bondman on the manorial laws upon
court, and helped to transform the legal relations between
the lord and his servile tenants. "The legal category of
free and bond dissolved itself ", according to this view, " into
the wider economic category of employer and employe"2.
But it would seem that the power of the lord over his
tenants was not materially impaired, for whenever need
arose, he still retained the right to reclaim his villeins from
the service of a stranger even before their contract of employ-
ment expired3. Hence there appears no ground for the
opinion that the labour laws struck a very heavy blow at
villeinage, or contributed in any marked degree to the
disintegration of the manorial system.
Apart from all speculations as  to their effectiveness, (d)
their equity and their influence upon the manor, interest
attaches  to  the  labour  laws  on  other  grounds.   They labour
represented the first serious effort on the part of the centrallam'
government to regulate the labour conditions of the country
as a whole, and the question arises how far the attempt
embodied new principles.   The intervention of the State in
the economic life of the realm had ample precedent in the
1  The labourers were to take the rates in vogue before the Black Death;
this fixed the maximum at a time when prices were rising, while the lords
were still free to depress wages if occasion served.
2  A. Savine, in Transactions of the Royal Historical Society. N.S. xvii.
254-255, and The English Historical Review, xvii. 782.
3  Putnam, Statutes of Labourers, 200-205.